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Fostering Learner Autonomy through Group Goal Setting 
Brad Barker 
 
ABSTRACT 
This paper describes a group-oriented goal setting activity that was implemented in English 
Discussion Class (EDC), a compulsory course for first-year students at Rikkyo University. The 
activity was designed, in part, as an attempt to foster learner autonomy in a group context 
through self-reflection, goal setting, and self-assessment. One unanticipated and positive 
outcome of the activity was that it can significantly heighten students’ awareness of their chosen 
goal due to its group nature. For example, during discussion tasks it was often observed that 
when any student made a first attempt to achieve the group goal, it was immediately 
acknowledged and later imitated by other group members. This contributed to a high degree of 
goal achievement (88%). 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Self-assessment checklists are used widely by instructors in English Discussion Class (EDC) to 
help students self-reflect, identify strengths and weaknesses, and improve performance though 
goal setting (see Appendix A for an example). Realizing the undeniable importance of group 
effort and group achievement to the success of students in EDC, I sought to design a similar 
reflective activity, but one that focuses more on the group and less on the individual. Of course, 
students have individual needs, strengths, and weaknesses and self-assessment checklists do well 
attending to these individual differences. Group goal setting activities can be used in a 
complimentary fashion to more individual reflective activities (see Appendix B & C). To 
encourage greater autonomy, I also wanted students to generate their own strengths and goals 
instead of choosing them from a list prepared by the instructor. 
 For this paper, I decided to focus on the teaching/learning principle of autonomy as the 
primary way to draw connections between the literature and classroom practice (Brown, 2007). 
The next section will cover key points from recent publications on learner autonomy and how 
they relate to the group goal setting activity. 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Autonomy, defined by Benson as “the capacity to take charge of one’s own learning,” first 
entered the discussion in the field of language education in the early 1970s (2011, p. 10). In the 
early days, learners were encouraged to become self-directed learners through the use of 
self-access learning centers. It was hoped that by giving students access to a wide selection of 
authentic second language materials they would take control and become more autonomous 
learners. Initially, teaching learners how to go about self-directed learning was considered 
counterproductive and it was hoped that learners would discover this for themselves. Although 
learners might seek support from teachers or other learners, learning was highly individual 
(Benson, 2011). Students were expected to be responsible for their own learning to the extent 
that they would determine their own objectives; choose content, methods and techniques; 
monitor their own progress; and evaluate learning outcomes. However, it was found that 
self-access centers do not necessarily foster learner autonomy and it was difficult to gauge the 
extent that students became autonomous learners based on their use of self-access learning 
facilities (Little, 2004). Later, the scope of autonomy widened as teachers began experimenting 
with the concept of autonomy within the classroom. Increasingly, the social aspect of language 
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learning was emphasized and the concept of autonomy expanded. Recently, researchers have 
emphasized that “the development of autonomy necessarily implies collaboration and 
interdependence” (Benson, 2011, p. 14). The group goal setting activity is in line with the 
current understanding of autonomy. Rather than thinking of autonomous learning as a solitary 
activity, autonomous learners can work together with teachers and other learners towards shared 
goals. 
 Some scholars have questioned the relevance of autonomy for non-Western students and 
in non-Western contexts. The argument is that autonomy is fundamentally an ethnocentric 
construct grounded in Western thought and should not be considered universally appropriate or 
desirable (Benson, 2011). Schmenk (2005) argues that autonomy is not universal or culturally 
neutral and recommends deeper self-reflection by TESOL researchers and practitioners. She 
maintains that intercultural dialogue would enable a negotiation of what autonomy could mean 
in specific local contexts (2005). Instead of simply promoting autonomy as inherently desirable, 
it is best to acknowledge its origins as a Western construct and remain sensitive to the 
teaching/learning context. Based on my own observations, Japanese university students 
generally respond positively to self-directed activities. Initially, it may seem unusual or 
unfamiliar to some learners, but students usually become more comfortable after a couple 
repetitions of the activity. 
 Cotterall (1995) argues that fostering learner autonomy is desirable for several reasons. 
From a philosophical perspective, she introduces the belief that learners have a right to make 
choices about their own learning. She also claims that there can be better learning outcomes 
when students are able to take some responsibility for their own learning. Benson (2011) agrees 
and asserts that “the development of autonomy implies better language learning” (p. 2). If it is in 
fact true that developing autonomy can lead to better learning outcomes, it is essential that 
teachers at least try to foster autonomy in the classroom.  
 When putting autonomy into practice, there are now several approaches that include 
classroom-based approaches, curriculum-based approaches, and teacher-based approaches 
(Benson, 2011). I have taken a classroom-based approach. Classroom-based approaches 
“emphasize learner control over the planning and evaluation of classroom learning” (Benson, 
2011, p. 125). Autonomy can be fostered in the classroom when teachers “deliberately surrender” 
control of some decisions regarding students’ learning and the learners take on that responsibility 
themselves (Candy, as cited in Benson, 2011, p. 163). Cotterall (1995) suggests that autonomous 
learners could set their own goals, plan practice opportunities, or assess their own progress. The 
group goal setting activity transfers some of this responsibility to students by reducing 
teacher-fronted feedback and increasing self-reflection, goal setting, and self-assessment within 
groups. Little (2004) contends that learner reflection and self-assessment play a key role in the 
development of learner autonomy.  
 A paper by Rivers (2001) makes several important observations about autonomous 
learning in a group of adult learners studying Georgian, Kazakh, and Kyrgyz intensively at a 
university in the United States. These experienced language learners, who had all attained high 
proficiency in Russian, exhibited several self-directed learning tendencies in courses which did 
not especially seek to foster learner autonomy. Learners accurately assessed their individual 
learner styles, learner-learner style conflicts, and learner-teacher style conflicts. For example, in 
one case students intervened and resolved a conflict between a teacher’s preference for oral 
drills and students’ preference for more written practice. Learners also made requests and 
demands to modify multiple aspects of the course including the amount of homework, teacher 
feedback, and content. In one instance, students appealed to the program’s administrators when 
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an instructor initially denied a request for independent study time. Importantly, this study brings 
up the possibility that “a natural tendency to attempt to take control of learning is especially 
characteristic of experienced language learners” (Benson, 2011, p. 229). It also caused me to 
reflect on the degree that students are able to exercise autonomy in EDC. For example, learner 
requests for less homework would certainly be denied by both instructors and administrators. 
Nevertheless, there remains some room to foster learner autonomy in the context of a prescribed 
curriculum, and the activity below represents one attempt to do so. 
 
MATERIALS, AIMS, AND PROCEDURE 
Materials for this activity have been included in Appendix B and C. The activity has two parts: 
 
 Activity Part 1 - How can students have a good discussion? 
 Activity Part 2 - Group Reflection, Goal Setting, and Assessing Goal Achievement 
 
Activity Part 1 - How can students have a good discussion? 
 
Materials 
Prepare a handout similar to Activity Part 1 (Appendix B). Multiple questions can be printed out 
on one page and cut up into slips. Prepare one slip for each student. 
 
Aims 
1. To encourage students to reflect on the qualities of a good discussion. 
2. To evaluate how well students are able to independently come up with and discuss ideas about 
effective discussions. 
3. To scaffold learning and ensure students are prepared for Activity Part 2. 
 
Procedure 
1. Hand out a question slip to each student. 
2. Students work individually to come up with five aspects of a good discussion. Any and all 
ideas are okay at this point (2 - 4 minutes). 
3. Students discuss their ideas with a partner (2 - 3 minutes). 
4. Students read their ideas out loud to the class. The instructor can write students’ ideas on the 
whiteboard.  
5. Discuss students’ ideas as a whole class. The instructor can add other ideas to round out the 
list.  
6. Comment on some of the best ideas and highlight any points that are not so important for 
effective discussions if they come up (e.g. using high-level vocabulary). This will vary 
depending on the context and course.  
7. Explain to students that in the next lesson they are going to think about their performance 
during group discussions and choose good points and points to improve. 
 
Activity Part 2 - Group Reflection, Goal Setting, and Assessing Goal Achievement 
 
Materials 
Prepare a handout similar to Activity Part 2 (Appendix C). Multiple questions can be printed out 
on one page and cut up into slips. Prepare one slip for each student. 
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Aims 
1. To encourage students to reflect on their performance during group discussions. 
2. To improve performance through group goal setting. 
3. To foster learner autonomy by giving students control of some decisions regarding their own 
learning. 
 
Procedure 
1. Immediately following Discussion 1 (a 10-minute group discussion task), hand out slips to 
students. Students have a short discussion to think about their performance in Discussion 1, 
choose one thing that their group did well, and one thing that their group could do better in the 
next discussion (2 - 4 minutes). 
2. Discussion 2 preparation task is completed as usual (i.e. place students into different groups or 
pairs). 
3. For Discussion 2 (a 16-minute group discussion task), place students back into the same 
Discussion 1 groups. One student reads the group’s goal out loud before starting the next 
discussion (to review). 
4. It may be helpful at this point for the instructor to briefly review key phrases related to student 
selected goals. 
5. Discussion 2 proceeds as usual. 
6. Immediately after Discussion 2, students discuss and decide together if their goal was 
achieved. 
 
DISCUSSION 
Activity Part 1 was conducted in week 2 of the fall semester. Six different classes completed the 
activity (TOEIC scores: level IV below 279, level III 280-479, level II 480-679) in place of the 
usual 3/2/1 fluency activity. Based on informal observation of student performance and 
engagement, I believe it was a worthwhile reflective and awareness-raising activity. It proved a 
useful way to cause students to reflect on the qualities of a good discussion and I think it was a 
good way to scaffold learning and prepare students for Activity Part 2. Students independently 
came up with a varied list of interesting responses (see Table 1 for a sample of students’ 
responses). Students’ responses are reproduced in Table 1 as is, including errors. Additions to 
clarify meaning are within brackets. The fact that the activity was conducted in the fall semester 
surely had a strong impact on students’ responses. It is clear that responses were strongly 
influenced by instructor feedback and classroom activities during the spring semester. In 
addition, some responses are likely echoes of points I covered during the introductory lesson in 
week 1. It would be interesting to conduct Activity Part 1 early in the spring semester. I would 
expect students’ responses to be quite different. 
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Table 1. Sample of students’ responses to the question: How can students have a good 
discussion? 
 
•use simple word and 
grammar 
•thinking deep and have an 
opinion 
•do reactions 
•say “agree or disagree” to 
other’s opinion 
•don’t stop discussion 
•help each other 
•In my opinion, if we discuss 
more deeply, we can have a 
good discussion. 
•eye contact 
•many reactions exist in 
people 
•follow-up question 
•opinion clearly 
•talking balance is good 
•positive attitude 
•use function words 
•to make students who 
cannot join the discussion 
participate 
•big voice 
•student listen to others 
•use a lot of examples 
•Every student should 
respect each other so that 
they discuss something 
more freely because almost 
all Japanese students are 
shy and tend not to join 
discussion. 
•active responses 
•no quiet time, many 
questions, many opinions, 
many reactions, good skill 
for listening to someone’s 
opinion 
•before discussion you 
should [re]search about the 
topics 
•Well, in my opinion, for a 
good discussion we need set 
the what object about it 
clearly, second, we need to 
more speaking that for 
understand to each opinion 
finally, we should do lot of 
reaction. 
 
 
 Activity Part 2 was conducted in weeks 3, 7, and 11 during the fall semester in level IV, 
III, and II classes (TOEIC scores: level IV below 279, level III 280-479, level II 480-679). 
Student handouts (see Appendix C), which were collected immediately following the activity in 
each lesson, showed a high rate of goal achievement (See Table 2). In reply to the question, “Did 
your group achieve your goal?” 88% of students indicated that their group had achieved their 
goal. Although 13 individual “no” responses were collected, there were only four actual 
instances of groups not achieving their goal. Interestingly, in three of those cases the students 
had chosen the same goal: “speak more fluently.” Although students can make fluency gains 
during a single activity such as a 4/3/2 fluency technique with time pressure and repetition 
(Nation, 1989), it seems unlikely that students could show actual improvement in speaking 
fluency within a simple discussion task. That being said, there was one instance when students 
chose the goal of “speak more fluently and deeply’ and also indicated that they had achieved 
their goal. Although I did not intervene when students selected a fluency goal, in my 
post-discussion feedback I pointed out that it might be better next time to choose a better goal 
such as “ask more follow-up questions.” In the majority of cases, students chose clear and 
achievable goals, for example, “agree and disagree more” or “check understanding” (e.g. Do you 
follow me?). A sample of students’ group goals can be found in Table 3. I have also included a 
sample of students’ chosen good points in Table 4. Students’ responses are reproduced in the 
tables as is, including errors. Additions and examples to clarify meaning are within brackets. 
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Table 2. Goal Achievement – Activity Part 2 
 
Yes - 95 (88%) 
No - 13 (12%) 
 
Table 3. Sample of group goals - Our goal for the next discussion is... 
 
•asking follow-up questions 
•balancing opinions [e.g. 
One advantage is...] 
•speaking equally 
•asking for experiences [e.g. 
Have you ever...?] 
•reaction [Uh-huh., Me too., I 
see., Okay., etc.] 
•agreeing and disagreeing 
•topic changing more 
smoothly [e.g. What shall we 
discuss next?] 
•speaking more fluently and 
deeply 
•using many function, 
especially experience 
•reporting information [e.g. I 
read online that...] 
•checking understanding 
[e.g. Do you follow me?] 
•paraphrasing [e.g. Do you 
mean that...?] 
•being positive 
•speaking fluently 
 
Table 4. Sample of good points - Our group did well... 
•[using] last class’s functions 
•because we have different 
idea [from] each other 
•using phrases 
•use many “Asking for 
Experiences” [e.g. Have you 
ever...?] 
•enjoy discussion 
•[using] many functions 
•giving many opinions 
•checking understanding 
[e.g. Do you follow me?] 
•reaction and speaking 
•function practice 
•talking a lot of advantages 
and disadvantages [e.g. 
One advantage is...] 
•starting discussion [e.g. 
What shall we discuss first?] 
•balanced discussion 
•changing topics timing 
•many examples [e.g. One 
example is...] 
•different viewpoints [e.g. 
From young people’s 
perspective...] 
 
 One unanticipated outcome of Activity Part 2 was that the activity has the potential to 
heighten students’ awareness of their chosen goal due to its group nature. For example, during 
discussion tasks it was often observed that when any student made a first attempt to achieve the 
group goal, it was immediately acknowledged and later imitated by other group members. 
Students would often verbally acknowledge other students by saying something like, “You are 
trying to check understanding” or “You are trying to achieve the goal.” At other times students 
would laugh or show some kind of nonverbal recognition that a group member was attempting 
to achieve the group’s goal. In contrast, when using individual self-assessment checklists I find 
that students sometimes seem to forget about their chosen goals shortly after the discussion task 
has begun. 
 
CONCLUSION 
This activity should be viewed as only a small part of the process of fostering learner autonomy. 
Little (2004, p. 22) reminds us that “learner empowerment is the result not of a single act on the 
teacher’s part but of a continuous process.” As mentioned in the literature review, early 
proponents of autonomous learning found it difficult to gauge the extent that students had 
become autonomous learners based on the use of self-access learning centers (Little, 2004). I 
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have found much the same problem. Based on one group goal setting activity, what impact, if 
any, has the activity had on student autonomy? Benson (2011) explains that although we cannot 
directly observe students’ capacity to control their learning, we can observe the exercise of this 
capacity (p. 208). When attempting to measure learner autonomy, he recommends focusing on 
particular aspects of learner control instead of the broader concept of autonomy itself. Due to the 
limited scope of this study, the most that can be said is that students were able to reflect upon 
their own learning and in a small way participate in classroom decision making. Future studies 
could attempt to devise a more concrete way to gauge learner autonomy. Perhaps an instrument 
or scale could be developed that attempts to measure students’ control over their learning. 
Student questionnaires focusing on learner autonomy could also shed light on the topic. A 
comparison could be done between students at the beginning and the end of the course. 
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APPENDIX A – Example of a Self-Assessment Checklist 
 
 
A: How was your discussion? 
B: I did well ____ and ____, but next discussion I want to do more ____ and ____. 
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APPENDIX B – Activity Part 1 
 
In your opinion, how can students have a good discussion? 
 
• ________________________________________ 
 
• ________________________________________ 
 
• ________________________________________ 
 
• ________________________________________ 
 
• ________________________________________ 
 
 
APPENDIX C - Activity Part 2 
 
1. Together with your group members, choose one good point from your discussion. 
 
Our group did well __________________________________________ 
 
2. Together with your group members, choose one thing you could do better. 
 
Our goal for the next discussion is ______________________________ 
 
 
3. Did your group achieve your goal? 
 
    Yes           No 
 
